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4-H Basic Horsemanship
INTRODUCTION
There are riders and there are
horsemen. Every horseman is a
rider but not every rider is a
horseman.

Inexperienced riders will find
the following methods easy to
follow and should plan to progress
to more advanced ideas as they
become experienced.

The following material is presented to help every rider become
a better horseman or horsewoman.
It is basic material which can be
applied to every type of riding
with only slight modification. Use
of the ideas expressed will develop
the rider's balance and form. The
trained horse will be responsive
and alert to the rider's demands.

The sections on mounting, seat,
and position at the gaits are important to 4-H club members who
will be judged on these positions
at 4-H horse shows.
SADDLE UP! Many persons
have helped in the ideas expressed, and the authors hope
your ride through these pages
gives as much enjoyment as did
the preparation.

Skill in use of the following
horsemanship methods requires
pradice. The reward will follow
in more enjoyment in handling a
better trained horse in a correct
manher.

As you try the methods, don't
forget to "pull up in the shade"
occasionally and "think things
out." Your goal is a well trained
horse and a better rider - not
rushing to be ready for this year's
show.

Some trainers and instructors
will have slightly different methods; some more advanced. No
criticism of these methods is intended if they produce the desired
results.

This publication was written by W. R. Culbertson, Extension Animal Husbandman
and A. G. Richardson, Horsemanship Instructor, Colorado State University. Illustrations are by W. R. Culbertson.
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MOUNTING
the stirrup without moving back
to the rear flank of the horse.
The rider should face the saddle
squarely and should turn his left
fout so the toe points in toward
the cinch.

Two starting positions are considered proper for mounting.
The first position (fig. 1)
shows the rider standing by the
horse's left shoulder with his body
facing a quarter turn to the rear.
His head is turned so he can
watch both ends of the horse.
This position should be favored
for riders using green and strange
horses. Also, many riders find
this position makes it easier to
place their left foot in the stirrup.

III both positions the rider holds
the reins in the left hand, which
is placed firmly on the neck. The
right hand steadies the stirrup
for the left foot, and then is
placed upon the saddle horn. The
left knee braces against the
horse's body.

The rider using this first position will generally give one hop on
the right leg and go into the
second position (fig. 2) as he
swings into the saddle.

The rider swings up and into
the saddle with a spring, pushing
with the right leg. The body is
balanced with the left hand on the
neck, the right hand on the horn,
and the left knee against the
horse. The rider should spring

The second position is used
when the rider is tall enough to
stand and place his left foot in

Figure
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Figure 2

enough to place a mInImUm of
weight on the left leg until the
body is over the saddle. Then the
weight is held by the left leg and
the body is lowered smoothly into
the seat. The rider should learn
by practice not to swing too high
and plop into the saddle.

faster than these instructions can
be read.
Colorado Western Horsemanship Rules do not require riders
13 years of age and under to dismount and mount when showing.
These riders should learn these
positions and ~se them just as
early as their size or the size of
the horse they ride will permit.

With practice, a rider will
mount in a smooth easy motion

DISMOUNT
To dismount, the rider takes
the excessive slack out of the
reins, places the left hand on the
neck, the right hand on the horn,
moves the left foot slightly back
in the stirrup, and shifts his
weight to the left leg, with the
knee against the horse.

rump. Do not swing the right leg
in a wide arc. Keep it close to the
near side of the horse so you will
be facing slightly' forward when
the right foot touches the ground.
Push the heel of the left foot
down to allow the stirrup to slip
off the toe. Do not roll the foot
on a side to get out of the stirrup.
In dismounting at a fast gait,
the rider's body should face more
to the front.

The rider swings out of the
saddle, keeping the right leg as
close to the horse as possible without hitting the cantle and the
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THE RIDER'S SEAT
The rider's position in the
saddle is very important for correct use of aids and in maintaining balance for ease of riding.
Sit "tall in the saddle," in a
balanced, relaxed manner. Keep
the back erect, and flex with the
horse. Do not slump in the saddle
and never sit back on the cantle
with the feet shoved forward. A

Rein

good rider will find it necessary
to change the seat slightly for
special types of riding (as in cutting contests), but the basic principles remain the same. A rider
sits where he can control the horse
with aids, is in a comfortable riding position, and has his weight
where it will help the horse.

holds

1

Figure 3
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The rider in figure 3 is sitting

Figure 4

straight and secure in the saddle.
The position of the body is deep
in the seat of the saddle and not
up on the cantle.
A line dropped from the center
of the shoulder falls down the
back of the heel. A line from the
point of the knee falls near the
toe. The shoulders are back, and
the arms are held near the body.
The rein hand should be held just
above and in front of the saddle
horn. The other hand is held
loosely on the thigh.
The leg maintains light contact
with the horse's body through the
inside thigh and upper calf. The
foot is turned out slightly in a
natural position, with the weight
on the ball of the foot and the

heel lower than the toe. Riders
should train stirrup leathers so
the stirrup is turned at a right
angle to the horse's body to relievt pressure on the foot. A welltrained stirrup holds the foot
more securely and stops easy loss
of the stirrup.
Figure 4 shows the way not to
sit in a saddle-but many riders
do it. It is not a secure seat. Many
modern saddles are made in a
style that makes it almost impossible for a rider to sit any
other way, so the rider should be
careful when buying a saddle. In
this position, the rider will not be
in balance with the horse and will
get "behind" the action of the
horse. Any pressure on the stirrups will push the rider's seat out
of the saddle.
-5-

THE AIDS
The basic aids used in controlling the horse are the hands, legs,
and weight. Use of these aids,
either alone or in combination
with each other, varies with the
action desired and the degree of
training of the horse. Specific use
of the aids will be covered under
later sections on gaits and movements, but the following general
points apply at all times.

rado Western Horsemanship Rules
allow one finger between the
reins. Check the rules under which
the show is operating.

Hands

Spurs are used to emphasize leg
action and should be used only as
varying degrees of pressure.

Legs
The legs control the hindquarters of the horse by pressure of
the calves and heels. After the
horse has been trained, the action
of the legs alone will get response
without using rein direction.

The hands control the forehand
of the horse directly by use of the
reins. In advanced riding, the
hands will have an indirect influence on the hindquarters.

Excessive swinging of the legs
is a common fault with many
Western riders. Maintain a steady
leg contact with the horse's body.

A good hand is steady, light,
soft, and firm. Steadiness is very
important for light, soft control.
The degree of firmness should be
just enough to control the horse.

Weight
The rider's weight is used as an
aid by shifting the body slightly
to help the horse obtain the action
indicated. Weight influences the
ability of the horse to move its
feet and legs into desired positions
for action.

The rider should hold his arms,
elbows, hands, and fingers relaxed and flexible. The reins
should be held with just enough
slack for light contact with the
horse's mouth. This degree of
slack will vary and is shown in the
section under the gaits.

Do not get the habit of "throwing the horse around" with excessive weight shifts. Move just
enough to help and guide the
horse, but not enough for observers to see readily.

Signals to the horse are given
by slight movements of the hand
and by flexing the arms and
fingers.

Riders in the show ring will
find it essential to use the aids and
positions for riding, but remember
that the basic points help any
rider to improve his riding and
the horse's performance, even if
they never plan to show.

Western riders hold the reins
with one or more fingers qetween
the reins. At the present time
some show rules do not allow any
fingers between the reins. Colo-6-

BODY POSITION AND AIDS IN MOTION
The rider's body is inclined forward just slightly to remain
balanced, and flexes at the waist
with the movement (fig. 5).
Maintain enough leg pressure to
keep the horse moving "up in the
bridle." The reins are slack but
not loosely flapping.

The change in position of the
rider's body, the amount of slack
in the reins, and the contact pressure of the rider's legs with the
horse's body all change with the
different gaits. A common fault
is to overdo the degree of change
which results in a loose form of
riding. The rider should learn to
stay poised and balanced in much
the same way he desires to keep
the horse collected and balanced.

Slow Trot (Jog)
The trot is ridden Western style
with the rider's body deep in the
saddle, but with weight enough
on the ankles to absorb the
motion. The body is inclined forward slightly more than at a walk
(fig. 6).

Walk
The rider first must "gather"
the horse by settling in the saddle
and "taking in" on the reins. This
alerts the horse for action. Next
release the rein tension and apply
just enough pressure with the leg
and heel to move the horse.

More leg pressure is applied to
move the horse forward, and just
enough tension is maintained on

Figure 5
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1
1

Figure 6

the reins to hold the horse to the
desired speed. The rider's arms
are close to the body and the
fingers flex with the movement
of the horse's head as this movement is transmitted through the
reins.

The rider sits deep in the saddle
with the body inclined forward
from the hips (fig. 7). Relaxed
hands are very important at this
gait to allow for rhythm with the
movement of the horse's head.
The legs are kept in close contact
with the saddle and horse.

The feet and legs are steady
and the heel is down, with the
ankles flexing to absorb weight.

Lope
Train the horse to go into the
lope from the walk in the lead
the rider wishes to assume. Take
up on the reins to collect the horse
and then release rein tension
enough to allow the horse to
assume the gait. Leg pressure is
strong enough to move the horse
directly to the lope. The heel is
used to aid in obtaining the
correct lead as explained under
the section on leads.

Figure 7
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J

Figure 8

The lope is not a fast gait. The
rider maintains enough rein contact to hold the horse to a smooth,
collected gait.
The rider should keep his body
in balance with the horse at all
gaits.

Stop
A good stop requires close attention on the part of the rider.
The signal for a stop should be
given when the horse's rear legs
are moving forward under its
body. This will allow the horse to
set the hind feet down well forward for a balanced stop.
The rider should exert a pull
back on the reins and shift weight
slightly to the rear, but keep the
body erect (fig. 8). At the same
time the thighs grip the horse, the
rider's seat goes deeper into the
saddle, and the rIder's heel is
forced down to let the ankle absorb the portion of the weight
held at the stirrup. Never grip
with the heel or calf-this is the
signal to go.
Keep the hands low to avoid
having a high-headed stop.

:ure 7
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SOME DON'TS
Who yelled "Whoa"?
The rider here has too much
slack in the reins. He has called
for a stop and thrown his weight
back at the wrong time for the
horse to stop in a collected manner. The rider's feet are too far
forward and he is floating in the
saddle seat.
The length of the reins has
caused the rider's arm to be raised
too high, thus raising the horse's
head.
Riders who think this is a
"flashy" style might do well to
look again.

Riding or dooing? Even the
horse can't enjoy this.
Sit erect and gather those reins
to make the horse work. The style
seat shown here will tire the rider
and horse.
Figure 10

They went that-a-way ! Legs
and arms flying, spurs flashing.
Only TV horses can stand this.
When speed is needed, the rider
can help by "getting with" the
horse.
Many Western exhibitors display this form even when showing. Whether riding to win or just
for pleasure, remember to sit erect
and balanced, and keep the horse
collected. Both the rider and horse
will last longer if horsemanship
is used.

Figure 11
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TH E CORRECT LEAD
At a lope, canter, or gallop the
horse's body is moving forward at
a diagonal to the direction it is
going. On a "left" lead the front
and rear legs on the left, or near,
side are moving ahead of the
right, or off, legs. On a "right"
lead the right, or off, legs move
ahead. Leads are very important
in the action of a horse in making
smooth turns. A well trained
horse will change leads at the will
of the rider.
Figure 12 shows the angle of
the horse's body at the faster
gaits.
The rider should learn to know
which lead the horse is in from
the feel, and should never lean
forward and look down to see the
lead.

Training the horse to assume
leads requires practice and patience from the rider. Most horses
favor one lead over the other. The
weaker lead should be strengthened by loping around the corral
in a circle using the lead. Don't
overdo it. Keep the gait slow and
easy so the horse will get into the
habit of starting at the slow gait
and will not bolt when the rider
signals for the lead.
The horse should be trained to
assume the correct lead at a lope
directly from the walk and also
from a trot. At any time the
correct lead is not taken, the rider
should slow the horse to a walk
or trot and try again. Patience is
necessary--d.on't rush.
There are several methods of
using the aids. Riders who have

Left Lead
Figure 12
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been taught ways other than the
following, and get results, should
not change unless they wish to
try a new method. Good aids are
used and not seen. Results are
what count.
The following aids are used by
many Western riders. If overdone,
the horse needs more schooling.
When used properly, the rider will
find a big improvement in riding
circles, figure 8's, serpentines,
quadrilles, or just turning.

Left Lead
The rider neck reins to the
right to turn the horse's head to
the right and lessen the weight
on the left foreleg (fig. 13). At
the same time the rider leans forward and shifts weight very
slightly to the left, applying pressure with the right leg and spur
to signal the horse to move out.

Figure

Right Lead
The rider neck reins to the left
(fig. 14). Leg and spur pre3sure
is applied with the left leg. The
rider leans forward and shifts
weight slightly to the right.
In the correct lead, both the
fore and hind legs on the inside
of the turn are moving ahead of
the other two legs. If the foreleg
is in the correct lead and the
opposite rear leg is in the same
lead, the horse is not coordinated
and the rider will get a rough
ride. Riders should learn to feel
the lead a horse is in by the
motion.

Figure 14
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PASSAGE
This movement is important in
opening and closing gates. Riders
who show will benefit by spending time working their horses to
respond to these aids.
The rider neck reins to the
direction the horse is to move
(fig. 15). The reins have just

enough tension to stop forward
movement. The leg opposite the
direction of movement applies
pressure.
A horse trained to respond to
these aids will work quietly close
to a gate and make it easier for
the rider to do a smooth job of
opening and closing it.

Tothe Tlqht

Figure 15
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To the left

Figure 16

BACKING
The rider sits erect with body
weight kept forward to prevent
interference with the action of the
hindquarters (fig. 16). The thighs
grip the saddle.

maintained by the reins and
pressure of the calves of the
rider's legs.
Backing is hard on a horse.
Limit the training to a few steps
at first, and always ride forward
after backing. Increase the steps
back as schooling progresses.

The reins should be held low
to allow the horse to flex at the
pull and tuck its jaw toward its
chest. Rein pressure should be a
light flexing pUll-just enough to
keep the horse backing.

School the horse to back farther
than required in showing. This
will prevent the chance of the
horse going just so far and then
stopping when showing.

The direction of backing is
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SOME SCHOOLING TIPS
Have patience. The horse learns
by developing habits.
The horse should be well broken
for riding before an attempt is
made to school it.
Don't over-bit the horse. Keep
the mouth soft.
It is better not to neck rein a
young horse. Heavy neck reining
by many riders results in an indirect pull on the reins, causing
the horse to cant its head in an
opposite direction from the direction of turning.

Head tossing is started from
the rider asking for a forward
action by leg pressure while holding back with the reins. If necessary, use a tie-down for schooling
and work to get the horse settled.
Watch for head tossing and
tail wringing while schooling. The
horse is being rushed. Go easy
and give the horse more time to
learn what is wanted.
Spurs should be used carefully
(if at all) while schooling. It is
too easy to rush a horse with
spurs.
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